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INTRODUCTION 
 
HARRI VEIVO, UNIVERSITY OF HELSINKI 
CHRISTINA LJUNGBERG, UNIVERSITY OF ZURICH 
 
 
 
Literary semiotics is entering a new period of development. The past 
three decades have been marked by conflicts of theories and approaches 
based on the works of the two pioneering founders of modern semiotics, 
Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles S. Peirce. On the one hand, researchers 
working within the Saussurean tradition of sémiologie developed models 
and interpretation strategies based on the assumption that language, 
considered as fundamental to literature, is above all defined by the 
principle of negative characterization, i.e., that the identity of linguistic 
signs is based on difference. However, while both Greimassian discourse 
analysis and Derridean deconstruction share this common premise, they 
develop it towards different kind of applications almost in opposition to 
each other in what regards methods of text analysis and interpretation. On 
the other hand, researchers basing their work on Peircean semeiotics 
questioned the relation between texts and “reality” and the specificity of 
literary semiosis within the framework of philosophy, culture and society. 
If the structuralists started from language and analyzed literature’s social 
role as conditioned by language, the pragmatists took Peirce’s general 
model of semiosis as their basis and sought to define literature as a 
specific realization of this model. The two approaches rarely met, and their 
divergences often produced heated but shallow discussions. The definition 
of a basic notion such as what a sign actually is was already an obstacle to 
communication, with either Saussure’s binary model considered superior 
to Peirce’s triadic one, or vice-versa. 
As the past ten years has made clear, however, drawing a firm dividing 
line between the two approaches is counterproductive. Language is 
embedded in and entangled with reality, which is why language defines 
how reality can be represented in literature to a certain extent; literature, 
for its part, is always tied to social and cultural practices as well as to our 
biological makeup, which in turn defines to a degree how language 
functions and what purposes, if any, literary representation serves. Both 
the structural and the pragmatic approach thus can claim for validity in 
literary semiotics.. The question of which basic theory to apply depends on 
the questions research sets out to elucidate; they are not necessarily given 
by theory, but rather originate in social and cultural determinations at work 
in a given historical context. On many occasions, complementary 
approaches may turn out to be the best solutions—literature is, after all, a 
heterogeneous field of texts, practices, and functions. This has actually 
been the classic way to “do” literary semiotics and also the one which has 
produced the most enduring results. Roland Barthes S/Z (1970), Umberto 
Eco The Role of the Reader (1979) as well as Yury Lotman’s studies on 
literary texts are both about structures and about their production, use and 
particular relation to reality. 
If the harsh competition between paradigms in literary semiotics is 
over, a new confrontation is already looming on the horizon. In recent 
discussions on research in literature, the notion of theory has been the 
object of critical debate, if not of straightforward attack. The titles of 
books and anthologies published during the past ten years clearly indicate 
the general climate of discussion: Theory’s Empire: An Anthology of 
Dissent edited by Daphne Patai and Will H. Corral (2005) and Terry 
Eagleton’s After Theory (2003) mark the positions that are the most hostile 
to theory, while Jonathan Culler’s The Literary in Theory (2007) and 
Antoine Compagnon’s Le démon de la théorie (1998) seek to defend its 
validity and interest. The middle ground is occupied by historical 
reconstructions and questionings such as François Cusset’s French Theory 
(2003) and the special issue of Textuel “Où en est la théorie littéraire?” 
(vol 37, 2000), which try to determine what, if anything, went wrong with 
theory and what the current direction might be. Let us also note that some 
of the most challenging recent publications dealing with general questions 
of literature and what one would be inclined to call theory, such as Franco 
Moretti’s Graphs, Maps, Trees (2005) and Jørgen Dines Johansen’s 
Literary Discourse (2002) seem to avoid the notion skilfully and instead 
use less biased concepts such as “Abstract Models” (Moretti) and 
“Approach” (Johansen) in their subtitles. Characteristically, “theory” 
figures on the dust-jacket of Moretti’s book, but is replaced by “history” 
on the title page. It is as if we had entered the era of generalized “studies” 
marked by a painful but rightly-deserved hangover caused by years of wild 
theorising which kept us continuously on the look-out for new 
vocabularies and novel rhetoric. 
The attack on theory, however, appears to be largely based on moral, 
political and ethical grounds. As Terry Eagleton writes in After Theory, 
despite the gains made by cultural theory, it has, at the same time, often 
“been shamefaced about morality and metaphysics, embarrassed about 
love, biology, religion and revolution, largely silent about evil, reticent 
about death and suffering, dogmatic about essences, universals and 
foundations, and superficial about truth, objectivity and disinterestedness” 
(Eagleton 2003, 101-102). This quote, like many others, has to be read 
more as polemics than as a contribution to a scholarly debate, since it 
seems to willfully ignore several central works within cultural theory and 
semiotics, such as Barthes’s Fragments d’un discourse amoureux (1977, 
about love) and Chambre claire (1980, about death and suffering), Giorgio 
Agamben’s Remnants of Auschwitz (1999, about death, evil, and truth) and 
Derrida’s entire œuvre (metaphysics and foundations, if not all the themes 
mentioned by Eagleton). 
While Eagleton’s stance is more polemically cutting than profoundly 
convincing, it is still symptomatic of a certain fatigue of theoretical 
reflection. It seems that scholars have become tired of the constant 
problematization with which theory has treated some of the most basic and 
down-to-earth assumptions of literary texts, such as the one that literature 
is the expression of an author’s conception of the world, has a mimetic 
relationship to reality and communicates something that can be considered 
ideas or values. Indeed, some of the more far-reaching arguments about 
literature put forward in the name of theory question these assumptions so 
thoroughly that it has become difficult to credit them at all, unless one 
wants to take an openly naïve stance. Theory has in some strange way 
made literature appear simultaneously very complex and very futile, at the 
same time as it has become an indispensable part of what many people 
teach or learn every day, to the point that it has even become “a taken-for-
granted aspect of the curriculum” (Barry 2002, 1). That we should not 
underestimate such a pragmatic view is strongly endorsed by Moretti, who 
rightly points out that we should assess theories “not as ends in themselves 
but for how they concretely change the way we work: for how they allow 
us to enlarge the literary field and to re-design it in a better way” (2005, 
91). He is not alone; recently, the interest in theory seems in fact to be 
resurgent among cultural studies and new historicism. In cultural studies in 
particular, a new political awareness can be discerned (cf., e.g., Hall and 
Birchall 2006) and, in a recent issue of the PMLA, Marjorie Levinson 
criticises various reading practices and defines new formalism as a set of 
critical projects that should be disengaged from prior formalist 
philosophies (2007, 368) and therefore theorized anew. In the ebb and 
flow of paradigms, the search for empirical grounding seems to be 
dominant just now, but a new call for general, philosophical reflection can 
already be heard. 
 
The present volume answers the criticism addressed towards literary 
and cultural theory, in which the development of semiotics has been an 
important factor. What characterizes the current state of literary semiotics 
is a more profound understanding of the heterogeneity of its research 
object, inevitably necessitating a variety of approaches. As Jørgen Dines 
Johansen writes in the preface to the special issue of Semiotica on 
semiotics of literature, “Looking at phenomena from a semiotic 
perspective means studying them simultaneously as processes and 
products of signification and communication” (Johansen 2007, 2). 
Studying phenomena as products and processes is to study them as 
linguistic and semiotic artefacts with stable features and structures, but 
also—and at the same time—as taking part in activities of production, 
reception and interpretation without which these features and structures 
would not be culturally significant. Just as the features and structures of 
the text can be analyzed from different angles offering complementary 
results, so the processual aspect of literary semiosis demands diverse 
theoretical and analytical descriptions depending on the questions set for 
research. Literary texts produce significations that cannot be reduced to 
the intentions of the author; they are difficult if not impossible to verify 
empirically, yet they can also be used for communicating and sharing 
meanings between readers and between the author and the receiver. In 
literature, it is the dynamic process of semiosis which makes 
representation and communication possible, although without being 
reduced to this and with the potential for undermining them. 
Keeping this double perspective constantly open offers literary 
semiotics the epistemological momentum of permitting the analysis of 
texts in ways that answer the demands set by Eagleton and other critics of 
theory, while avoiding the naivety of simplistic returns to untheorized 
realism or ethics and taking into account the conceptual sophistication of 
earlier research. If literature is communication, it is about different life-
worlds and experiences and about the thoughts, desires and emotions 
animating them. This possibility of “being about” our real worlds is one of 
the reasons why literature is important, even vital. However, literature is 
also to a very high degree signification, a dynamic process in which 
meaning is developed by the complex features and structures of the text 
and their insertion into varying contexts of production and reception 
(which is also one kind of production). This makes literature capable of 
transcending particular contexts, of being in some sense “more” than any 
contingent historical interpretation can indicate. 
The articles in the first section of this volume are devoted to crucial 
theoretical and analytical aspects of literary semiotics. Jørgen Dines 
Johansen’s article “Structuralism and/or the Semiotic-Pragmatic Approach 
to Literature” discusses in detail the motivation in the shift from structural 
research to a pragmatic paradigm in the recent decades and the place 
structural methodology occupies in the present context of research. As he 
demonstrates, structuralism is still present in various analytical procedures, 
even if not always openly so: even though the more dynamic triadicity of 
Peircean semiotics is mostly preferred today—which his own semiotic 
pyramid clearly shows—our habits of thought are dyadic, since we tend to 
‘habitually’ structure our thoughts as binary oppositions, at least to 
discover the basic features and examples in the text. Instead of opposing 
the various theories, Johansen considers the particular merit of the 
different approaches in their variety, ranging from Greimas’ actant model 
and Elli Köngäs Maranda and Pierre Maranda’s analysis of the European 
fairy tale to his own application of Fauconnier and Turner’s metaphorical 
model of blended spaces. As he concludes, we should not attempt to go 
back in time to formalism and structuralism where we left them thirty 
years ago, or to artificially graft them onto other theoretical concepts, but 
gratefully accept and use the insights and the procedures they offer for 
analyzing particular features of texts. 
Frederik Stjernfelt’s “Iconicity in the Literary Text: An Extension of 
the Ingardenian Viewpoint” proposes an analysis of Roman Ingarden’s 
phenomenological theory of literature. By looking at Ingarden’s theory 
from the perspective determined by semiotic pragmatic theory, Stjernfelt 
convincingly shows how epistemological changes profit from and even 
demand new readings of earlier works. Exploring the issue of 
diagrammatic iconicity in literary texts from a Peircean perspective, he 
goes on to demonstrate how schematic aspects influence concepts such as 
realism, truth and “ideas” in the literary work, whether this achieves the 
“reality effect” à la Greimas and Barthes or the “typical” realism in the 
Marxist tradition of George Lukacs. Arguing that even if Ingarden’s 
theory is a theory of fiction, it may still generate a range of the iconic ways 
in which literature interacts with reality, he presents what he calls five 
literary “pseudo-truths;” namely, truth as empirical or typical resemblance, 
as internal or external (ontological) consistency and truth as the 
manifestation of metaphysical qualities. 
In their discussion of “Greimas in the Realm of Huckleberry Finn: Or 
Why do Men have Bodies whereas Women and Children Don’t?” Paul 
Perron and Peter Marteinson propose a Greimassian structural analysis of 
Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Their discussion 
demonstrates the heuristic value of such a classic analytical approach by 
opening up the intricate structures of the canonical work and the critical 
issues of gender and power in which they take part. As they point out, 
describing the semantic universe posited by Greimassian semiotics would 
be a mammoth task; instead, they propose an analysis of Twain’s novel as 
a micro-semantic universe, in order to explain how this semiotic 
methodology could be made fruitful for the analysis of a canonical North 
American text. Finding that, although subjects appear and disappear 
amidst events, discussions and violence, nobody undergoes transformation 
except for Huck Finn himself, the authors conclude that from this classic 
structuralist perspective, it is not so much the subjects and events in the 
situation analyzed that matters but their actual amplitude. 
The second section consists of articles addressing the relationships 
between texts and what is commonly called “reality” or life-world. 
Christina Ljungberg’s article reflects on subjectivity and performance in 
literary texts and their modalities in literary works by Carol Shields and 
Paul Auster. As Ljungberg shows, the subject position is, in itself, a place 
defined by the role-playing of a socially and historically situated subject in 
a particular context—but the positioning of this situated subject can be 
diagrammatically manipulated and experimented on. Moreover, given that 
the subject is enmeshed in the various contexts in which s/he is performing 
according to previously scripted roles and rituals, the ‘objective’ element 
in subjectivity opens yet larger contextual spaces to consider. Hence, 
subjectivity is coterminous with intersubjectivity and therefore implies 
constant negotiation of position, place, and boundaries, which emphasizes 
its fluid and transitory character. 
Vincent Colapietro’s article “Pointing Things Out” explores the 
different ways in which literary texts are reflectively related to the life-
world by indexical aspects of semiosis. Convincingly demonstrating how 
the pragmatic theory of semiotics opens up new ways to understand the 
age-old question of literary studies, namely, the text-world relationship, he 
explores how literature “calls us to the things in this world” with examples 
from Richard Wilbur, Herman Melville, Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, 
among others. Colapietro then goes on to show that although art is 
undeniably other than life, they are inextricably bound together as we 
would never be able to understand a fictional world if we were not familiar 
with the ‘real’ world or life-world. In other words, without the pervasive 
presence of indexical signs, literary texts would be incomprehensible; it is 
thanks to these signs that literary worlds are at all possible and graspable, 
at the same time as it is literary texts that return signs to their distinctive 
materiality and objects to their historical context. This seemingly obvious 
relationship is not only easily overlooked but is also much more complex 
than is often assumed. 
Indexicality is also the central notion in Sirkka Knuuttila’s and Harri 
Veivo’s articles. Knuuttila discusses the notion in relation to semiotics, 
cognitive poetics and neurosciences, showing how these complementary 
approaches help us to understand the role of emotions in text-reader 
relations. Her article proposes a three-fold examination of emotions, 
analyzing first the somatic and evaluative aspects of emotions as indexical 
signs, then reviewing empirical studies of reading based on 
neuropsychological research on emotions, and, finally, exploring the 
indexicality of figurative images and their relation to the reader’s implicit 
memory. The scope of the article is particularly broad as Knuuttila makes 
a wide sweep from psychoanalysis to neuroscience and from Roman 
Jakobson to Robert Musil and Antonio Damasio, showing how literary 
semiotics functions as an interdisciplinary field and profits from insights 
originating in paradigms that are otherwise often kept apart. 
Veivo’s article remains within the more precise framework of Peirce’s 
theory of semiotics, discussing indexicality in relation to another less 
analyzed notion, that of the dicent. While indexicality describes the 
relationship between the text and its object(s), the dicent and the related 
notions of rheme and argument characterise the text’s rhetorical dimension 
towards its interpretant(s). In Peircean theory, these relationships are 
interdependent as the text-object relationship plays a decisive role in the 
determination of possible interpretants. Drawing on this premise, Veivo 
discusses the two notions together and proposes a text-focused and 
analytical reflection on indexicality and its role in the structures of rhetoric 
in Franz Kafka’s novel The Trial and e.e. cummings’ poem “the seeker of 
truth.” The article demonstrates how indexicality, when related to the 
rhetoric dimension of texts, concurrently structures texts and various 
opportunities for interpretation. Illustrating the central yet little researched 
functions of indexicality, the four texts in the second section together 
indicate various ways in which work on this particular notion can renew 
literary studies. 
The last section addresses questions of literature not only at the 
specific literary level, but also in relation to other fields of art. Ilias 
Yocaris’s article “Exemplificational Systems and ‘Expressive’ Use of 
Language” takes up the notion of exemplification defined by Nelson 
Goodman and sets out to show its analytical value in stylistic analysis. For 
unknown reasons, both Goodman’s work and the notion of style have not 
been thoroughly reflected upon in literary semiotics, although both are 
directly relevant to work in this field. Yocaris’s article fills this gap by 
showing how Goodman’s work can be used to develop new ways of 
understanding how literary texts are constructed and how they work. His 
detailed analysis of literary texts by Honoré de Balzac, Charles Baudelaire, 
Victor Hugo and Marcel Proust as well as of Vincent van Gogh’s painting 
Starry Night vigorously expose the complex relations stylistic features 
create and their bearing on interpretation. 
While Yocaris discusses van Gogh alongside literary examples, 
Gabriele Jutz focuses on cases in which devices of literary representation 
interact with other forms of art, especially experimental cinema and digital 
and visual arts. Her discussion focuses on issues of performance, 
materiality and the media-specificity in the production of meaning. While 
drawing on Goodman, Barthes, Derrida, John L. Austin and Judith Butler, 
Jutz shows shortcomings in earlier works and calls for a balanced 
understanding of performativity that takes into account both its iterative 
and singular aspects and thus provides a way to understand the role 
materiality plays in semiosis. The theoretical discussion is based on the 
analysis of Su Friedrich’s experimental film Gently Down the Stream, Ben 
Tibbs’s digital typeface “Taktile” and Christian Dotremont’s 
logogrammes, which all explore the complex productive relationships 
between the materiality of the artefact and the systematic aspects of 
language and other codes of representation. 
Louis Armand’s article “Semiotic Machines / Experimental Systems” 
finishes the volume, functioning as a reply to the opening texts. Armand 
discusses a large selection of literary authors and theoreticians from the 
early twentieth century up to the present in the large framework of 
modernity, technology and philosophy. The connections are surprising and 
the arguments thought-provoking as the text moves with ease from 
William Gibson to James Dewey and Alain Robbe-Grillet, claiming, 
among other things, that all language is technological and thus 
experimental. If this introduction and the first article assume the stance 
that the current state of theoretical reflection in literary semiotics is more 
constructive than conflictual, Armand’s text exemplarily reminds us of the 
productive ambiguities that remain at the heart of all theoretical 
undertakings. 
 
 
References 
 
Agamben, Giorgio. 1999. Remnants of Auschwitz. The Witness and the 
Archive. New York: Zone Books. 
Barry, Peter. 2002. Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and 
Cultural Theory. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 
Barthes, Roland. 1970. S/Z. Paris: Seuil. 
—. 1977. Fragments d’un discours amoureux. Paris: Seuil. 
—. La Chambre claire. Paris: Gallimard & Seuil. 
Compagnon, Antoine. 1998. Le démon de la théorie. Littérature et sens 
commun. Paris: Seuil. 
Culler, Jonathan. 2007. The Literary in Theory. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press. 
Cusset, François. 2003. French Theory. Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze & Cie 
et les mutations de la vie intellectuelle aux États-Unis. Paris: 
Découverte.  
Eagleton, Terry. 2003. After Theory. London: Penguin. 
Eco, Umberto. 1979. The Role of the Reader. Explorations in the 
Semiotics of Texts. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
Hall, Gary, and Clare Birchall, ed. 2006. New Cultural Studies: 
Adventures in Theory. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 
Johansen, Jørgen Dines. 2002. Literary Discourse. A Semiotic-Pragmatic 
Approach to Literature. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 
Levinson, Marjorie. 2007. “What is New Formalism?” PMLA 122.2 
(March): 558-569. 
Moretti, Franco. 2005. Graphs, Maps, Trees. Abstract Models for a 
Literary History. London: Verso. 
Patai, Daphne, and Will H. Corral. ed. 2005. Theory’s Empire. An 
Anthology of Dissent. New York: Columbia University Press. 
